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Abstract 
 
 
The nature of development throughout past generations has delivered some valuable 
lessons to those who are impacted by it. Subsequently, instituting sustainable 
development practices has become a key goal of governments – national and 
international – as well as professionals within the field of planning and development. 
This has resulted in a range of legislative and policy shifts that are designed to 
encourage development that is environmentally, economically and socially sustainable. 
The implementation of Social Impact Assessment (SIA) policy within many local 
governments in Australia has been an important step toward ensuring that 
development-related decisions and outcomes take appropriate account of social and 
cultural impacts on communities and individuals. However, the existence of SIA policy 
does not guarantee its successful implementation within local government contexts. 
This analysis of SIA literature provides a basis for local governments to identify and 
address the challenges that may arise when implementing SIA policy. 
 
 
Background 
 
 
Despite recognition of the advantages of undertaking SIA, there has been a degree of 
reluctance to implement SIA on the part of developers and local governments alike. 
Dale et al. (1996) propose that while a sound legislative basis for SIA exists in 
Queensland, “social impacts have not been adequately managed within the IA process” 
(p. 62). For example, the Integrated Planning Act 1997 endorses the “maintenance of 
the cultural, economic, physical and social wellbeing of people and communities” 
(s1.3.3(c)) as a key component of ecological sustainability. This theme reflects other 
State and Federal legislation whereby social, cultural and economic considerations are 
incorporated into the definition of “environment”. These Acts include the State 
Development and Public Works Organisation Act 1971, the Environmental Protection 
Act 1994 and the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Act 1999. More recently, the 
Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Act 2003 has instituted a requirement for all levels of 
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Government as well as development proponents to maintain duty of care in relation to 
Cultural Heritage, where “a person who carries out an activity must take all reasonable 
and practicable measures to ensure the activity does not harm Aboriginal cultural 
heritage” (s23(1)). While obviously this Act does not address all issues relevant to SIA, 
it provides a significant legislative foundation for the obligation to comprehensively 
consider social and cultural issues in the development application process.   
Despite that SIA practice tends to lag behind legislative opportunity, the salience of SIA 
is increasingly acknowledged (Dale et al., 1997). SIA  can enhance outcomes and 
prevent costs, not only incurred for communities but also for local governments and 
developers alike.  From the perspective of the community, SIA is beneficial since “it 
ensures that development takes account of the social and human environment, as well 
as the attitudes of the people most affected” (Cox & Miers, 1995, p. 10). Subsequently, 
positive impacts deriving from development can be enhanced and negative impacts 
mitigated, particularly when they are identified at an early stage (Cox & Miers, 1995).   
 
Local governments also benefit from SIA since it provides a legitimate means to assess 
development applications, taking into account their social and cultural effects. Burge 
and Vanclay (1996) propose that it is fundamental that “communities and governments 
insist on SIAs being undertaken because in the majority of cases, the costs of rectifying 
social and environmental impacts of development are borne by the public sector, not by 
the corporations that created them” (p. 61). Also, to the advantage of local 
governments as well as developers, SIA can function to identify and rectify potential 
problems early in the development application process and subsequently minimise 
conflict within the community and/or resistance to a project. Costly disruptions, the 
worst of which include the increasing number of expensive and time-consuming legal 
challenges that can adversely affect all stakeholders can, thus, be avoided. There have 
been several cases brought before the Planning and Environment Court in Queensland 
alone, where issues pertaining to social impacts have played a key role in the dispute. 
For example, in Des Forges vs. Brisbane City Council and Principal Properties Pty Ltd 
(2001), the Council’s decision to approve three multi-storey residential towers at 
Kangaroo Point was overturned based on reasons pertaining to negative impacts on 
social amenity and the lack of cohesion of the development with its surrounds. Cases 
such as this can potentially be avoided by undertaking SIA which allows for both the 
identification and mitigation of potential negative impacts early in the development 
application process. 
 
 
Social Impact Assessment 
 
What is Social Impact Assessment? 
 
 
In the context of development assessment, Social Impact Assessment (SIA) is used to 
predict the impacts on individuals, groups and communities resulting from changes 
arising from development. SIA can be an invaluable tool for enhancing the positive 
effects of development and reducing adverse social impacts that can threaten the 
viability and sustainability of a development proposal (Sadler & Fuller, 2002).  Dale, 
Taylor and Lane (2001) propose that: 
 
Social Impact Assessment (SIA) … can be understood as a[n] assessment tool 
designed to facilitate understanding of the distribution of costs and benefits of 
particular resource developments, policies, and plans at local and regional levels 
… [this includes] the identification of strategies to mitigate the adverse 
consequences of development, plans and policies, and, increasingly, to enhance 
the extent of benefit enjoyed by both local and regional populations. 
     (Dale et al., 2001, p. 5) 
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Families, Youth and Community Care Queensland describe SIA as having three broad 
functions: 
 
• Identifying social issues and potential social impacts relevant to particular policies 
for particular communities and circumstances; 
• Assessing those impacts, in terms of their magnitude, duration, and the 
probability of their occurrence; and 
• Recommending measures that will reduce negative impacts and enhance 
positive impacts of a decision. 
(FYCCQ, 2000, p.5) 
 
There is general agreement in the SIA field about the process through which SIA 
should be undertaken. While most descriptions for the implementation of impact 
assessment vary slightly, there appears to be an accepted format that many use 
(see Barrow, 2002; Sadler & Fuller, 2002; Cox & Miers, 1995; Interorganizational 
Committee on Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment, 1994; 
Commission of the European Communities, 2002). Also consistent within the 
literature is a strong emphasis on community participation “beginning at the earliest 
stage and continuing throughout” (Sadler & Fuller, 2002, p. 469). The Queensland 
Department of Families provides a summary of the steps for undertaking SIA as 
follows: 
 
1. scoping to identify issues, affected interest groups and to define study 
boundaries; 
2. profiling to describe existing social conditions and to establish “baseline” data 
against which impacts and effects can be identified and assessed; 
3. prediction of the social impacts or social changes that may result from the 
project; 
4. assessment of the significance of predicted changes; 
5. evaluation of alternatives; 
6. identifying ways of managing, mitigating, monitoring and reviewing potential 
negative impacts (or enhancing positive impacts); and 
7. developing recommendations for various impact management measures as 
conditions for approval of the project 
(Queensland Department of Families, 2002, p. 23) 
 
 
What is a Social Impact? 
 
 
Broadly, a social impact can be defined as any change, resulting from development 
practices or other activities, that affects people’s way of life, their culture and their 
community. This includes the influence change may have on individual and group 
perceptions of cultural beliefs, identity and the cohesion of the community (Cox & 
Miers, 1995; Sadler & Fuller, 2002; Vanclay, 1999).  The Interorganizational Committee 
on Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment (1994) propose a working 
definition where social impacts are seen to be: 
 
Consequences to human populations of any public or private actions – that alter 
the ways in which people live, work, play, relate to one another, organize to meet 
their needs, and generally cope as members of society.  The term also includes 
cultural impacts involving changes to the norms, values, and beliefs that guide and 
rationalize their cognition of themselves and their society     
  (p. 107, 1994) 
 
Sadler and Fuller (2002) propose that social impacts, particularly adverse impacts, 
are often associated with four types of change:  
 
• Demographic change including the size and composition of the resident 
population, influx of temporary work force or new recreational users;  
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• Economic change  including new patterns of employment/income, real estate 
speculation;  
• Environmental change  including alterations to land use, natural habitat and 
hydrological regime; and 
• Institutional change including the structure of local government or traditional 
leadership, zoning by-laws or land tenure.  
(Sadler & Fuller, 2002, p. 464) 
 
Given the vast array of specific social impacts that may arise from development-
induced change, it is nigh impossible to produce an exhaustive list.  Subsequently, 
most authors categorise social impacts according to common features. For example, 
Sadler and Fuller (2002) propose that the main types of social impact resulting from 
development can be understood within the general categories of lifestyle, culture, 
community, amenity and health. Alternatively, Vanclay (2002) proposes seven 
categories of social impact including health and well-being; quality of the living 
environment (liveability); economic and material well-being; cultural; family and 
community; institutional, legal, political and equity; and gender relations. 
Some existing SIA local government policies in Australia (Newcastle City Council, 
1999; Shellharbour City Council, 2001; Holroyd City Council, 2004) break down social 
impacts into more specific categories including, but not limited to: 
 
• Demographic and population change 
• Accommodation and housing 
• Mobility and access 
• Community facility and social infrastructure requirements 
• Needs of social groups 
• Heritage and cultural values and beliefs 
• Community identity and cohesion 
• Cohesion of the development and its surrounds 
• Health 
• Leisure and recreation 
• Risk perception in the community 
• Crime and public safety 
• Social amenity 
• Employment  
• Local economic effects 
• Property Values 
 
This approach can be considered useful in encouraging SIA that considers a 
comprehensive array of social impacts. It also promotes the understanding that while 
many impacts may be experienced on a “stand-alone” basis, impact categories can, 
and often do, overlap. Hence, any assessment of social impacts should be sensitive to 
the way in which impacts inter-relate (Vanclay, 2002). 
 
 
Assessing Social Impacts 
 
 
Quality SIA is premised on the “recognition of the complexity and heterogeneity of 
society, and how the impacts of developments benefit and disadvantage different 
components of society in different ways” (Vanclay, 2002, p. 70). Hence, assessing the 
social impacts that arise from development involves an assessment of “the plurality of 
interests which exist in any given target population” (Dale et al., 2001, p. 6). This 
framework poses a challenge for many who work within the natural and engineering 
sciences.  According to Vanclay (1996): 
 
… in the physical sciences … there tends to be clearly defined problems … with 
singular solutions…[thus] there is a belief that social issues are similar, and an 
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expectation that SIA statements will deliver clear statements of social impacts 
and that singular mitigation strategies can be identified (Vanclay, 1996, p. 70). 
 
Contrary to this belief, assessing social impacts is rarely a clear-cut process that is 
wholly amenable to the methods traditionally utilised for the resolution of development-
related problems or the assessment of impacts on natural eco-systems. The complexity 
associated with identifying, measuring, and evaluating social impacts is widely 
documented. However, this should not act as a deterrent for undertaking or endorsing 
SIA as a legitimate and constructive component of the development assessment 
process. 
 
 
Identifying Social Impacts 
 
 
The impacts that arise from a development can usually only be determined on a case-
by-case basis. Case study findings suggest that the uniqueness of regions, 
communities and perceptions will influence the impacts that might be identified as 
relevant (Harris, Nielsen, McLaughlin & Becker, 2003; Burdge & Vanclay, 1996). That 
these impacts will be experienced differently by different communities, groups and 
individuals is often seen as a drawback for the development of a standardised 
approach to SIA. This has implications for both practitioners who undertake SIA and 
local governments who must encourage or enforce the preparation of an SIA in relation 
to a development application. For anyone undertaking an SIA, “scoping” the potential 
impacts is a key phase in the SIA process to ensure that all relevant direct, indirect and 
cumulative impacts are appropriately identified.  At the local government level, the fact 
that many social impacts can only be identified on a case-by-case basis and can 
incorporate any change that affects people’s lives, means that policy “triggers” for SIA 
must be sensitive to this. Thus, contrary to the frequent call for substantive or fixed cut-
off points by both developers and Governments to determine the need for SIA, Burge 
and Vanclay (1996) propose that “triggers” for SIA should not be confined to simple 
fixed notions based on volume or numbers alone. Therefore, most existing SIA local 
government policies in Australia incorporate “triggers” that are responsive to a range of 
possible situations. This approach was validated in a review conducted for Newcastle 
City Council one year after implementation of their SIA policy, when Van Reyk 
Consultancy (2001) stated that clarity of triggers for SIA would only be achieved 
through a case-by-case consideration. 
 
 
Measuring Social Impacts 
 
 
The task of measuring social impacts gives rise to a second level of complexity. Social 
impacts have a number of dimensions that may require some type of measurement or 
evaluation.  These include: 
 
• Directionality:  some impacts may be positive for some people, while the same 
impact may be negative for other people; 
• Certainty:  the likelihood or probability of occurrence of impact; 
• Frequency:  how often the impact will occur; 
• Severity:  the magnitude and/or strength of impact; 
• Chronicity:  over what time period; 
• Locality: area of impact; 
• Susceptibility and vulnerability:  how susceptible the community/environment is to 
impact; 
• Mitigability:  the potential of the impact to be mitigated and;  
• Intractability:  symbiotic and/or catalytic potential with other impacts and 
cumulative potential.  
(Wolf & Vanclay, cited in Vanclay 1999, p. 307) 
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Difficulties pertaining to how to measure these dimensions, particularly in relation to 
impacts that involve peoples’ culture, identity, values and/or perceptions, are widely 
acknowledged. There is, however, general agreement within the SIA field that the 
extent of these difficulties is often exacerbated by the perception that “hard” or 
quantitative data is superior to “soft” or qualitative data (see, Lane, 1997; Burdge & 
Vanclay, 1996). In the case of SIA, research methods that utilise both qualitative and 
quantitative data collection can be effective and valid (particularly from the point of view 
of the community) in gathering the information required for the assessment of social 
impacts. 
 
 
Community Engagement in the SIA process 
 
 
Difficulties pertaining to the identification, measurement and assessment of social 
impacts can be exacerbated when the role of the community members in the SIA 
process is undervalued. Traditionally, community participation in the development 
application process has been confined to comment upon proposals in the nature of 
written submissions. According to Dale et al. (2001), this limited approach to 
community engagement underestimates how the public can assist with assessing the 
potential of a proposed development. In contrast with purely technical approaches to 
SIA, Lane et al. (1997) argue that “Participatory approaches to SIA recast the analysis 
of potential impacts to assess them from the point of view of the full range of affected 
interest groups” (p. 304). Public involvement is invaluable as a tool within the SIA 
process through the articulation of values and knowledge, thereby ensuring that impact 
assessment research is both accountable and responsive to local communities (Lane, 
1997). 
 
Further to this, effective community engagement can play a key role in the 
enhancement of positive impacts and mitigation of negative impacts through the SIA 
process itself. Unlike impacts on natural eco-systems which do not tend to occur until 
the “breaking dirt” stage of the development, social impacts can be experienced from 
the moment people become aware of the possibility of development on a site. The 
salience of community engagement, when preparing an SIA, is supported by the fact 
that negative social impacts often derive from community members feeling that they 
have been silenced, ignored or have not been given the opportunity to have their say. 
Burge & Vanclay (1996) propose that “By maximising community involvement in the 
SIA process – not just by consultation, but by directly involving locals in planning teams 
– uncertainty is reduced, the legitimacy of the SIA and the development project is 
enhanced, the accuracy of the SIA is increased, and the capacity for the SIA to mitigate 
impacts is maximized (pp. 60-61). Closely related to this is the recognition that 
instigating SIA in the early conceptual stages of a proposal is often advantageous for 
all stakeholders, minimising the costs and enhancing the benefits for communities, 
developers and local governments alike (Barrow, 2002; Commission of the European 
Communities, 2002; Cox & Miers, 1995; Interorganizational Committee on Guidelines 
and Principles for Social Impact Assessment, 1994; Lane et al., 1997; Sadler & Fuller, 
2002) 
 
SIA data gathering techniques and measures pose a challenge for local governments 
in so far as development assessment is concerned. The lack of standardised measures 
for social impacts has inevitably resulted in a lack of standardised benchmarks against 
which to evaluate claims about social impacts likely to result from any given 
development. Hence, just as social impacts must be identified on a case-by-case basis, 
so too must they be evaluated with reference to the specific characteristics of each 
proposed development and the local/regional cultural and physical context.  
Furthermore, evaluating claims about social impacts often requires the ability to assess 
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the quality and validity of SIA findings. For this reason, it is desirable that a local 
government officer with relevant qualifications in social science or a related discipline 
should be responsible, in collaboration with others responsible for development 
assessment, for evaluating SIAs  (Dale et al., 1997).    
 
 
Integrating Social Impact Assessment into the development assessment process 
 
 
According to Barrow (2002), “There are two ways in which SIA can be adopted, either: 
as an integral part of planning, decision-making, and monitoring; or as a ‘bolt-on’ extra” 
(pp. 186-187). In order for SIA to add value to development-related decisions, its 
successful integration with other forms of impact assessment and the decision-making 
process as a whole is essential. The integrative process can pose several challenges 
for local governments: 
 
 
Changing Culture 
 
 
Given the difficulties associated with undertaking SIA, challenges to its legitimacy may 
be prevalent among developers as well as local government personnel. This, together 
with disciplinary preferences for quantitative methods, has arguably led to a “tendency 
for [SIA] assessments to avoid any detailed consideration of the ways in which people 
are affected. Instead there is an emphasis upon technical and economic 
considerations” (Burningham, 1995, p. 100). While improving SIA is an important goal, 
Burdge notes that sensitivity to social impacts may be more salient than the ability to 
precisely identify them (Barrow, 2002). Developing a culture within local government 
that is receptive to SIA and participatory methods is therefore a significant step towards 
the successful integration of SIA into the development assessment process.   
 
 
Developing Multi-disciplinary teams 
 
 
The skills and expertise required for evaluating claims about social impact assessment 
are often different from those possessed by professionals usually responsible for 
development assessment. Just as Dale and Crisp (2001) note the absence of people 
with SIA expertise in Queensland State agencies involved with impact assessment in 
the early 1990s, it is likely that many local government departments responsible for 
development assessment suffer from the same problem. Disciplinary bias favouring the 
biophysical and engineering disciplines has often meant that within the context of 
government, SIA practitioners have usually been “relegated to the role of 
subconsultants” (Dale et al., 1997, p. 164). This situation is alluded to in Wyeth’s 
(2001) account of weaknesses in the Brisbane City Council’s approach to integrating 
social issues into planning policy and systems, who notes that “Council has maintained 
to some extent the policy status quo: where the town planning policy area continues to 
be the dominant partner and the social planning function constantly needs to argue for 
and justify the inclusion of social ‘content’” (p. 185). Therefore, developing balanced 
multi-disciplinary teams incorporating representatives from different council divisions 
and/or people from different professional and occupational backgrounds is a significant 
step toward the successful integration of social issues into the development 
assessment process (Cox & Miers, 2000). 
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Improving the quality of SIAs 
 
 
Given the difficulties associated with precisely identifying and measuring social 
impacts, together with an evident lack of qualified SIA practitioners local governments 
will often carry the burden of ensuring that SIAs submitted as part of the development 
application process are of high enough quality to inform development assessment 
decisions. SIAs may be limited due to several factors including problems associated 
with the poor selection of research methods, little attention to underlying social theories 
and poor integration of knowledge gained from previous studies (see Burdge & 
Vanclay, 1996; Lane, 1997). The failure to conduct SIA thoroughly leads to some very 
predictable outcomes, in particular heightened levels of conflict.  Conflict between 
proponents and opponents of development is costly both in political and economic 
costs and is reflected in increased stress levels and divisiveness within the community, 
as well as increasing the likelihood for legal challenges (Dale et al., 1996). Local 
governments providing encouragement and the necessary resources – in terms of both 
SIA and community engagement methods as well as access to data – is a key factor in 
improving SIA practice.   
 
 
Making the most of SIA 
 
 
For Barrow (2002), “SIA is [typically] treated more as an ‘approval mechanism’ to 
determine whether a development should proceed, and what conditions should be 
applied, rather than ensuring effective monitoring, mitigation of problems and 
responsive management” (p. 191). As local governments in Queensland and across 
Australia adopt long-term planning objectives, SIA can be an invaluable tool for 
monitoring and managing social change deriving from local and regional growth 
patterns. Using SIA to its full potential, therefore, relies on sufficient local government 
resources to evaluate and monitor the social consequences of developments beyond 
the development assessment phase.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 
SIA provides an important tool through which to enhance sustainable development 
practices. Through the identification and prediction of social impacts that might arise in 
relation to any given development, SIA provides a means to enhance the positive 
impacts of development while minimising any negative impacts on communities and 
individuals. The difficulties associated with identifying and measuring social impacts 
should not act as a barrier to the implementation of SIA policy within local government 
contexts. If local governments are responsive to the range of challenges posed by SIA, 
it has the capacity to be a significant and useful tool in the development assessment 
process.   
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